of northern scientific research, we can quickly discover activities in which the pragmatism was quite selfishly our own, in which we used northern aboriginal populations as captive guinea pigs or ignored them completely as capitalist appetites sought to dispossess the landscape of some sought-after resource.
Our acknowledgement of these mistakes cannot change history, but it can prevent their recurrence. Perhaps it was partly in reaction to this history that some northern scientists sought to make their work more relevant to local communities; certainly the political power of northerners has grown to the point where they have asserted such connections. Some scientists think this has gone too far, that it infringes on the time for research and, more fundamentally, is anathema to the principle of academic freedom.
While most scientists believe in the power of the peer review process to ensure accuracy of our work, many have difficulty with the notion that similar judgements might be made by the non-scientific citizenry. Some fear that scholarly merit of research will become less important than its community resonance, a sort of political correctness approach that will erode academic freedom. However, this democratization of the research process does have the capacity to achieve what scientists alone have been unable to do: increase the human participation in and resources allocated to northern research and promote the rapprochement of the so-called "traditional" and "scientific" realms of knowledge.
The demand for relevancy of research topics at the community level in the North is in a sense an attempt to decolonialize northern scientific research, to transpose it to a meaningful key that can be heard, understood and appreciated in the North. It seeks to redefine the role of the North in research in a more pluralistic fashion, reminding scientists that the empiricism that orientates our efforts is only one of several ways of knowing and encouraging efforts towards the integration of knowledge and place. It seeks recognition of and sensitivity towards the existing cultural traditions of knowledge that have prevailed in the North, not with a goal of supplanting empirical knowledge but to expand its capacity for northern relevance by forcing its vision towards issues and concerns of local interest.
To achieve this reorientation would have several significant effects. First, because it is seen to be relevant, we can expect that northern residents themselves will take up career goals within northern sciences. Second, northern science would extend its constituency beyond those who practise it directly, which could affect the dollars directed towards northern research. Since the allocation of scarce resources is an inherently political process, the larger the constituency supporting northern research the better, especially one that cross-cuts social enclaves.
A third effect of the move towards greater community involvement is both more subtle and ambiguous, and its implications for science everywhere are considerable. If we accept that the community has a role in setting the research agenda, how much farther can or should this involvement extend? To control over the actual research process? To participation in the assessment of a research project's conclusions? To decisions regarding the publication of results? This is occurring already without the fearful results that it might seem to imply. Research in many northern communities is controlled to some degree by advisory committees to ensure that it proceeds with sensitivity to local concerns. These serve as useful evaluators of research, a community peer group that assesses the truth value of conclusions at the local level in much the same way as our academic peers. Indeed, it can be argued that in many respects such committees are better informed and fulfill this role with more integrity than many of our peers, whose commentaries may be made from an aloofness of the context of the research. Similarly, many northern residents have perceptions of misrepresentation of their communities in some research. The assessment of the appropriateness of private information becoming public is one of primary concern to all citizens, northerners no less.
On the other hand, does acceptance of these new levels of community involvement in the activities of scientists and the knowledge they produce unnecessarily hinder our need for the free flow of information and other principles of academic freedom? I do not know. What is certain is that in the North, probably more than anywhere else, practising scientists and the community in which they operate are engaged in debating the extent to which science should or can be democratized without compromising its goals.
The responses this debate spawns are of fundamental importance to science everywhere. It is a particular tube down which science must travel if it is to continue its most excellent adventure into the next century with a renewed commitment to the advancement of our species in measurable ways beyond the narrow confines of our discipline or financial sponsors.
A good many northern scientists look back on the 1960s and '70s as the halcyon days of northern research, a time when there was seemingly inexhaustible funding and access to logistical support. While there is no doubt that the amount and breadth of research in the North since those times has seriously eroded, it behooves us to recall with precision what it was that promoted and supported the level of research activity in those decades -the desire of multinational resource companies to develop the North for their own profit. That the reports of public inquiries, along with a downturn in world petroleum prices, effectively ended the grand schemes of these interests and their associated research should demonstrate pretty clearly the relationship between science and the business community. This is a relationship that many of us assume without a second thought; why then the trepidation displayed at the prospect of greater involvement of wider local community interests in research?
These are not just academic issues of informed debate for this journal and our conference libations; they are critical to the emergence of a legitimate indigenous northern scholarly tradition and that role that northern-orientated academics are going to play in it.
Through eight years of teaching at Yukon College, researching, and living in Yukon, I have been forced to acknowledge that at times my effort has strayed from a committed understanding of what it is northerners want. It includes all the knowledge and technology that my scientific heritage has developed through its own methods, but it also includes community relevancy. Relevancy -meanin&lness within northern communities of the work of science -is a means by which my colonial intellectual prejudices are being eroded and replaced with a clearer understanding of what I was taught in school and never really learned until I lived with people who not only believed it intellectually but used it as a premise of their community life: that shared experience and developed consensus are the final arbiter of truth, whether in "science" or "traditional knowledge." Science ain't square, man, it's tubular, and the more radical, the more excellent.
And if you don't get that, well, that's okay too -just give the North. room to move to its beat. N. Alexander Easton Director, Northern Research Institute ' Yukon College Whitehorse, Yukon, Canada YlA 5K4 iv
